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AS  OTHERS  SEE  US 


Today's  sermon  is  actually  a  spinoff  from  one 
that  we  delivered  from  this  pulpit  two  months  ago. 
That  message  dealt  with  Peter's  dramatic  deliverance 
from  a  prison  in  Jerusalem  as  recorded  in  the  12th 
Chapter  of  the  Book  of  Acts. 

Peter  had  been  marked  for  death  by  Herod  Agrippa 
I.   A  small  band  of  Christians  prayed  earnestly  for 
his  release.   The  Apostle  was  miraculously  sprung 
from  prison  and  went  immediately  to  the  home  where  in- 
tercession was  being  made  for  him.   After  some  diffi- 
culty at  the  gate,  Peter  finally  joined  the  group  and 
together  they  celebrated  what  William  Barclay  has 
called  "The  Joy  of  Restoration."  All's  well  that  ends 
well. 

But  that  incident  did  not  end  well  for  everyone 
involved.   Note  these  words:   "And  when  Herod  had 
sought  for  Peter  and  could  not  find  him,  he  examined 
the  sentries  and  ordered  that  they  should  be  put  to 
death."   (Acts  12:18)   I  want  now  to  reflect  on  this 
event  from  the  point  of  view  of  those  soldiers  and 
their  families. 

The  same  happening  that  gladdened  many  hearts 
plunged  others  into  grief.   At  least  four  men  were  in- 
volved since  Peter,  being  under  tight  security,  was 
guarded  by  a  quaternion  of  soldiers.   He  was  chained 
to  two  of  them,  one  on  each  arm,  while  the  other  two 
stood  guard  at  the  door.   However  Peter  was  released, 
whatever  means  God  used  to  free  his  servant ,  these 
men  were  hardly  to  blame.   Yet  they  were  put  to  death. 
The  law  was  very  clear.   When  a  prisoner  escaped, 
those  who  were  guarding  him  suffered  the  prisoner's 
sentence. 

St.  Paul  was  more  considerate  under  similar  cir- 
cumstances.  When  he  and  Silas  were  in  jail  in  Philippi 
and  freed  by  means  of  an  earthquake,  they  did  not  leave, 


In  the  16th  Chapter  of  Acts  we  read:   'When  the  jailer 
woke  and  saw  that  the  prison  doors  were  open,  he  drew 
his  sword  and  was  about  to  kill  himself  supposing  that 
the  prisoners  had  escaped.   But  Paul  cried  with  a  loud 
voice  ,  Do  not  harm  yourself,  for  we  are  all  here.1 
(Acts  16:27-28) 

Peter,  however,  was  off  like  a  shot,  once  his 
chains  fell  away.   Four  men  died  as  a  consequence.  We 
may  presume  that  some  children  were  bereft  of  a  father , 
some  wives  were  bereft  of  a  husband,  some  parents  were 
bereft  of  a  son.   Such  is  the  stuff  of  history  that 
good  news  for  some  spells  bad  news  for  others . 


Two  points  suggest  themselves.   First,  we  always 
tend  to  interpret  history  from  our  point  of  view.  Even 
the  Bible  does  this.   In  the  Book  of  Acts  the  life  of 
the  Church  is  central.   Every  narrative  is  told  from 
that  centering  perspective.   We  can  be  sure  that  the 
material  in  Acts  12  would  read  quite  differently  had 
one  of  those  widows  written  it! 

In  the  Old  Testament  we  read  how  the  chosen  people 
cleared  out  the  Promised  Land.   God's  purpose  must  be 
advanced.   But  what  of  the  people  who  were  routed  from 
their  homes  and  killed?  We  smile  at  those  "ites"  with 
the  strange  sounding  names:   "Kenites,  Kenizzites, 
Kadmonites,  Hittites,  Perizzites,  Amorites,  Girgashites 
and  Jebusites"  -  to  name  a  few.   How  are  we  to  think 
of  them?  While  Israel  marched  on,  these  people  were 
devastated  and  in  some  cases  exterminated.   Are  we  to 
see  them  only  as  so  many  expendable  pawns  on  the  chess- 
board of  Salvation  History? 

I  turned  to  a  standard  Bible  Dictionary  to  see 
what  it  had  to  say  about  those  goings  on  in  Canaan. 
This  is  the  explanation:   "Was  the  extermination  of 
the  Canaanites  by  the  Israelites  a  justified  act?  The 
mere  matter  of  their  dispossessing  the  Canaanites 
presents  no  moral  difficulties.   The  procedure  accorded 
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with  the  spirit  of  the  age.   The  Israelites  doubtless 
had  as  much  right  to  Canaan  as  had  the  inhabitants 
whom  they  drove  out . "1  Thus  do  we  let  it  sit . 

At  Christmas  we  celebrate  with  deepest  joy  the 
coming  of  Jesus  into  the  world.   But  that  event, 
when  it  happened ,  spelled  heartbreak  for  many  a  family, 
Another  Herod  was  involved  this  time,  commanding  that 
all  male  children  two  years  and  under  should  die.   The 
28th  of  December  is  Holy  Innocents  Day  in  the  Church 
year ,  in  remembrance  of  those  children  and  their  suf- 
fering families .   But  I  have  never  been  part  of  any 
Church  that  took  Holy  Innocents  Day  seriously!   We 
always  tend  to  interpret  history  from  our  point  of 
view. 

Now  to  the  second  point :  It  belongs  to  one's 
growth  in  mind  and  soul  to  deal  with  this  fallacy  of 
central  location.   A  wise  and  holy  man  is  aware  of  his 
bias.   The  same  event  in  history  can  hold  a  variety  of 
meanings  for  a  variety  of  people.   One  of  the  benefits 
of  a  liberal  education  is  to  make  us  thirsty  for  ob- 
jectivity.  To  develop  in  us  a  sympathy  for  the  under- 
dog .   To_  beget  in  us  a_  feeling  for  men  and  nations 
that  are  outsiders  to  our  center. 

Surely  it  belongs  to  faith  to  affirm  that  none  is 
expendable  to  God.   That  no  people  are  mere  properties 
on  the  stage  where  the  drama  of  our  salvation  is  un- 
folding.  All  are  precious  in  his  sight!   Even  those 
four  anonymous  jailers!   Even  the  Perizzites  and  the 
Jebusites!   In  Jewish  Midrash  there  is  a  story  about 
angels  rejoicing  when  the  Jews  crossed  the  Red  Sea. 
God  stopped  this  angelic  celebration  saying:   "How 
can  you  rejoice  while  my  children  drown?"  To  this  day 
there  is  a  drop  of  wine  on  every  plate  at  Jewish  Pass- 
over in  remembrance  of  the  Egyptians. 


Consider  these  points  as  they  apply  to  our  own 
personal  history.   It  is  human  nature  to  interpret 
events  in  terms  of  self.   Where  I  am  is  here,  where 
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you  are  is  there,  and  here  is  always  more  important 
than  there.   But  it  is  of  the  very  essence  of  the 
Christian  life  to  ask  how  our  actions  and  attitudes 
look  to  others.   How  do  others  see  us?  What  we  trans- 
mit is  one  thing,  how  we  are  perceived  something  else. 
The  trouble  with  "rugged  individualism"  is  that  it  is 
frequently  too  rugged  -  especially  on  those  outside 
our  center. 

Frequently  we  reach  our  personal  goals  at  the  ex- 
pense of  others,  trailing  wounded  and  repressed  human 
beings  as  we  make  our  charge  toward  the  top.   One  week 
ago  today  I  was  coming  back  to  the  United  States  on  a 
freighter  that  was  captained  by  one  of  the  meanest  men 
I  have  ever  been  around.   I  am  sure  his  record  as  a 
Master  of  the  sea  was  enhanced  by  that  voyage.  He  got 
to  port  on  time.   He  delivered  his  cargo  intact.   He 
kept  costs  down  by  working  the  able  bodied  seamen  hard 
and  limiting  their  overtime.   In  the  company  eyes  it 
was  a  profitable  and  efficient  trip.   But  from  the 
lowest  to  the  highest  deck  I  found  no  one  on  that  ship 
who  had  a  kind  word  for  the  captain.   Most  of  the  men 
complained  that  he  made  them  feel  like  animals.   His 
own  officers  despised  him.   As  he  saw  himself  the 
captain  was  a  solid  performer.  As  others  saw  him  he 
was  an  unmitigated  tyrant. 

Group  Encounter  Sessions  can  frequently  help  us 
to  see  that  even  our  most  innocent  actions  can  have  a 
grinding  effect  on  other  people.   Jesus  is  loved  and 
remembered,  even  beyond  the  Christian  community,  in 
large  part  because  of  the  care  he  took  to  deal  gently 
with  the  sensibilities  of  others. 


Consider  these  points  as  they  relate  to  the.  life 
of  the  Church.   When  we  tell  the  Church's  story  we 
have  a  way  of  doing  it  from  the  inside  out.   We  see 
our  budgets,  our  many  divisions,  our  creedal  statements 
our  missionary  operations,  our  overall  history  from  a 
point  inside  the  institution.   What  we  take  to  be  our 
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calling  is  central.   Everything  else  is  either  inciden- 
tal or  marginal. 

But  how  do  others  see  us?   That's  the  question. 
Unfortunately,  those  who  live  on  the  receiving  end  of 
our  several  ministrations  are  not  all  that  taken  with 
our  virtues.   We  are  positively  stung  when,  in  the 
midst  of  our  religious  busyness,  a  Marxist  tells  us 
that  we  are  dispensing  an  opiate  to  the  people.   That's 
how  it  looks  to  him. 

We  are  hurt  when  James  Michener  exposes  the  foi- 
bles of  our  missionaries  in  Hawaii .   Angered  to  read 
that  the  Christian  Church  has  been  a  major  road  block 
in  the  way  of  the  American  Indian  in  his  quest  for  a 
free  life.   Aroused  and  insensed  when  the  poor  around 
us  tell  us  that  we  are  largely  irrelevant  to  their 
hurts  and  aspirations . 

But  it  may  very  well  be  that  such  judgments  com- 
ing in  upon  us  from  the  outside  can  be  used  by  God  to 
deliver  us  from  our  parochialism  and  get  us  to  see 
again  that  it  is  not  simply  the  Church  God  loves  but 
the  world.   This  universal  note  ran  through  all  of 
Israel's  history  -  although  it  often  struggled  to  be 
heard.   "In  Abraham's  seed  shall  all  the  nations  of 
the  earth  be  blessed."  Presumably  including  the 
Perizzites,  the  Jebusites  and  the  Egyptians.   The 
Psalmist  in  today's  reading  looked  to  the  day  when  "all 
the  families  of  the  nations  shall  worship  before  Him." 
(Ps  22:27)  Within  the  Christian  tradition  we  join  with 
St .  Paul  in  looking  toward  that  day  when  God  in  Jesus 
Christ  will  reconcile  to  himself  all  things  in  heaven 
and  on  earth. 


Finally,  consider  these  points  as  they  apply  to 
our  national  history.   It  is  particularly  appropriate 
that  we  do  this  on  a  4-th  of  July  weekend.   Americans 
have  a  history  that  can  hold  its  own  with  that  of  any 
other  nation  the  world  has  ever  known.   From  the 
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founding  fathers  on  out  to  the  present  Congress  we  have 
been  conducting  a  unique  experiment  in  corporate  free- 
dom, seeking  to  order  our  common  life  with  a  workable 
mix  of  liberty  and  law.   I  am  not  ashamed  to  salute 
Frank  Capra  the  celebrated  Hollywood  director,  a  son 
of  immigrant  parents  from  Italy,  when  he  says:  "Liberty 
is  too  precious  to  get  buried  in  books.   Men  ought  to 
hold  it  up  in  front  of  them — even  on  the  screen — every 
day  of  their  lives,  and  say,  'I  am  free-to  think--to 
speak.   My  ancestors  couldn't.   I  can.   My  children 
will.  "'2 

But  how  does  our  experiment  in  freedom  look  to 
others?  Not  necessarily  those  who  are  beyond  our  shores, 
but  in  the  eyes  of  many  of  our  fellow-citizens.   It 
need  not  neutralize  our  patriotism  to  recognize  that 
the  history  of  American  that  we  learned  in  school  is 
not  the  history  that  millions  of  our  fellow-citizens 
have  experienced!   As  many  of  these  others  see  it  we 
are  something  less  than  "the  land  of  the  free  and  the 
home  of  the  brave." 

Who  are  these  others?   Some  of  them  are  American 
Indians.   I  think  it  speaks  well  for  the  American  con- 
science on  this  subject  that  two  of  the  most  widely 
read  books  in  the  last  year  in  these  United  States 
were  books  dealing  with  the  plight  of  the  Indian: 
Custer  Died  for  Your  Sins  by  Vine  Deloria,  Jr.,  and 
Bury  My  Heart  at  Wounded  Knee  by  Dee  Brown . 

There  are  some  600,000  of  these  people.   They 
were  driven  back  and  back  and  back  from  their  land,  We 
broke  treaty  after  treaty  with  them  so  that  responsible 
scholars  have  alleged  that  there  is  no  single  treaty 
that  we  have  fully  kept  with  any  American  Indian  tribe. 
And  all  because  we  were  driven  by  the  notion  that  we 
had  a  Manifest  Destiny  to  subdue  this  continent  and  es- 
tablish our  own  civilization  here.   It  is  hard  to  be- 
lieve, but  one  person  whose  writings  I  studied  recently 
tells  of  a  visit  to  a  Chippewa  reservation  in  the  Ameri- 
can northwest .   He  went  into  a  school  room  where  chil- 
dren were  busily  writing  a  class  composition.   Their 
topic  as  posted  on  the  blackboard  was:  "Why  we  are  all 
happy  that  the  Pilgrims  landed. "3 
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It  is  said  that  when  Columbus  landed  one  Indian 
turned  to  another  and  remarked,  "There  goes  the 
neighborhood."   I  picked  up  a  textbook  that  was  in 
use  in  the  city  High  Schools  of  New  York  twenty  years 
ago,  turned  to  the  index  and  looked  up  the  word  Indi- 
an, and  found  that  it  wasn't  even  there.   We  are  in- 
terested only  in  the  strand  of  history  that  launched 
us,  and  indifferent  to  the  human  fallout  that  we  have 
created  -  whether  in  that  jail  in  Jerusalem  or  in  our 
own  country.   Deloria  has  this  to  say:   "When  Indian 
people  remember  how  weak  and  helpless  the  United  States 
once  was ,  how  much  it  needed  the  good  graces  of  the 
tribes  for  its  very  existence,  how  the  tribes  shepherd- 
ed the  ignorant  colonists  through  drought  and  blizzard, 
kept  them  alive,  helped  them  grow — they  burn  with 
resentment  at  the  treatment  they  have  since  received 
from  the  United  States  government . " *+ 

There  are  many  others  who  cannot  see  this  as 
"the  land  of  the  free  and  the  home  of  the  brave"  for 
their  experiences  have  been  other.   Some  of  these  are 
blacks.   It  is  sobering  to  remember  that  less  than  100 
years  ago  in  this  country  a  black  man  was  regarded  as 
three  fifths  of  a  person  when  Congressional  representa- 
tion was  being  determined.   For  the  most  part  he  has 
been  denied  access  to  the  main  stream  of  American  his- 
tory.  His  story  is  still  not  fully  told  in  most  of 
our  secondary  schools.   The  contribution  that  he  has 
made,  both  economically  and  culturally,  to  this  repub- 
lic has  been  minimized,  neglected  or  omitted  entirely. 
Is  it  any  wonder  then  that  so  many  of  our  black  broth- 
ers and  sisters  are  angry  and  frustrated  and  aggrieved? 
Why  so  many  of  them  find  it  hard  to  sing  the  National 
Anthem? 


"And  when  Herod  had  sought  for  Peter  and  could 
not  find  him  he  examined  the  sentries  and  ordered  that 
they  should  be  put  to  death."  One  event  can  hold  many 
meanings.   History  is  usally  written  by  the  winners, 
but  God's  love  extends  to  all. 
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Bobby  Burns  one  time  wrote, 

"0  wad  some  Pow'r  the  giftie  gie  us 
To  see  oursels  as  others  see  us!"^ 

A  brave  prayer  that .  Burns  knew  that  we  see ,  but  that 
we  are  also  seen.  To  know  this  is  to  be  grateful  that 
God  is  merciful  as  well  as  just. 


CLOSING  PRAYER 


Let  thy  word  have  its  way 

in  every  heart ,  0  God , 

Until  we  stand  in  right  relationship  to  thee, 
our  neighbor  and  ourselves, 
through  Jesus  Christ  our  Lord.   Amen. 
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